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It’s no secret in the nonprofit world: 
Having more than one funding 
source is just plain smart. It can 
mean the difference between weath-
ering the storm of budget crunches 
and going under. Organizations that 
fund their youth programs with a 
combination of Federal, State, local, 
and private dollars can be more 
nimble, experts say, responding 
more easily to changing priorities, 
including Federal funding priorities. 

“We think it’s important for the 
organizations we fund to have broad 
financial support from their com-
munities,” says Curtis Porter, acting 
associate commissioner of FYSB. 
“Not only does it allow programs to 
provide a comprehensive range of 
services, it also protects them—and the youth they serve—in the event that the orga-
nizations lose funding from any one source.”

That’s why FYSB requires grantees in its Runaway and Homeless Youth and 
Mentoring Children of Prisoners Programs to “match” its grants by raising a percent-
age of their total project cost from other, non-Federal sources. Porter cautions, how-
ever, that U.S. law prohibits nonprofit organizations from using Federal funds to pay 
for fundraising activities.

Still, the twin goals of having diverse sources of funding and a plan for staying in 
business for the long haul can be easier said than done at organizations where most 
of the staff is always busy responding to the needs of young people and families and 
staffing is tight.

Knowing that truth, we’ve put together a special volume of FYSB’s periodical for 
youth service professionals, The Exchange, in which we look at “sustainability”—the 
art of making sure you have the funds to keep your vital youth programs running.
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THE SECRET LIFE OF FOUNDATION OFFICERS

As Told by Lee Draper

Recently, NCFY sat down with Lee 
Draper, a management consultant 
who works with grantmakers and 
nonprofit agencies. Draper has 25 
years’ experience working with and 
for philanthropic organizations. In 
the following interview, she provides 
FYSB grantees with tips on how to 
best approach private funders.

NCFY: We’d like to make our grantees 
more familiar with private founda-
tions. Can you start by talking about 
who is a foundation officer? What 
kind of background do they have? Are 
they real people? What do they do 
every day?

LD: The program officers, program 
directors, executive directors, and 
trustees of foundations are real 
people. And most of them have gone 
into this kind of work because they care 
about the mission of their foundation, 
and those missions are much akin to the 
kind of mission statements that non-
profit organizations have, really focused 
on trying to help people. 

The second thing is, they are like 
nonprofit leaders; they are many times 
overworked. Because the competi-
tion is increasingly rough, and many 
more nonprofits are applying, program 
officers and executive directors of foun-
dations are sitting at desks with huge 
piles of proposals in front of them. 
They don’t have much time to read 
them. They don’t have much time to 
talk with people who are submitting 
them. And they don’t have much time 
at all to get out there and actually see 
the nonprofits work. And that is as sad 

to them ultimately as it is to the non-
profit. So, one of the really important 
rules for the grant seeker is to know 
that the person behind the desk is a 
human being who—if you’ve done 
your homework right and you’ve  
identified a foundation that has a 
program interest like your nonprofit—
cares about the same thing. 

The thing about them being over-
worked is you have to prepare yourself 
as a grantee to be concise and to be 
clear with what you want. A lot of 
times, a new grant seeker will think 
that they need to tell the possible 
funder everything about their organiza-
tion in order to prove that it is a good 
and worthy organization. Instead, you 
really have to think, how can I, in five 
or six sentences, say a good overview 
of what we do, who we serve, how 
long we’ve been doing it, and what our 
impact is?

NCFY: Stepping back a little bit, before 
people even start crafting those five to 
six sentences, what do they need to think 
about as they are designing a program to 
make it interesting to a foundation? 

LD: The first thing is to really 
know what you need and identify 
that before you even go out to find 
potential funders. The wonderful 
thing about the funding commu-
nity is that there are all kinds of 
funders. If you need transitional 
housing, or if you need programs 
that serve homeless youth with 
mental-health counseling and life-
skills building, say that and don’t 
waver. Don’t run after any funder 
that comes across your radar screen 
and try to bend yourself into a pret-
zel. So that’s the first thing: What 
do you need? The second thing is 
how much does it cost bare bones? 
Not pie in the sky, but how much 
do you really need, bare bones, to 
make something meaningful hap-

pen? And it’s better to find three to 
five funders who could bite off a part 
of that rather than going to one funder 
and asking them for the whole thing. 

NCFY: Do you tell the funders that 
you’re dividing it up in that way? 

LD: Absolutely. Because if I’m Funder 
A, and I know that you’re asking me 
for a third or half the money, and I 
know that you’re going to three or 
four more funders to make up the rest 
of that money, I know right then that 
you’re not going to be dependent on 
me. I also know that you’ve done your 
homework, because I know some of 
those funders, and I know that they’re 
good, strong, potential ones. And third-
ly, if I like what you’re doing, I might 
even give a call—and you’ll never even 
know about it—to one of those other 
funders and say, “Listen, I’m think-
ing about doing half. Will you do the 
other?” So they’ll actually think you’re 
really entrepreneurial and smart. 

NCFY: What are other ways that you can 
distinguish yourself in that huge pile of 

“One of the really important rules 
for the grant seeker is to know that 
the person behind the desk is a 
human being.”
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proposals beyond having your five- or  
six-sentence concise synopsis? For example, 
does good writing matter?

LD: Well, here are a few things about 
the writing. First, put the request in 
the first paragraph. A common mistake 
is for a grant seeker to put it at the very 
end or to not say it at all and just say, 
“Could you fund this?” 

Number two, think of how much you 
want to ask them for. You don’t want 
to ask for something outlandish. So, do 
your homework. Find out what size of 
grants they make to organizations that 
are like yours.

The third thing about putting the 
money right up front is it makes you 
proud. Because when you say that right 
off the bat, the rest of the proposal is 
going to be reinforcing your request. 
And you’re going to do that with a lot 
more confidence than if you put it at 
the end and are trying to lead up to it. 

The next thing about writing is proof it. 
Have somebody else read it over before 
you send it out, maybe even a friend or 
a family member in addition to a staff 
member at the organization. Because 
they will be able to read it with an eye to 
whether it makes sense to a layperson. 
Many of the people who read these pro-
posals are generalists, not experts. 

Proofing it is really important. Because 
many grant makers will tell you that 
they will automatically decline a propos-
al that has misspellings or grammatical 
or punctuation errors. Because that says 
you don’t know what you’re doing. 

NCFY: You mentioned a couple of com-
mon mistakes. What other things are 
cringeworthy, things you recommend 
people never say?

LD: There are certain words that 
grant makers cringe at. And many of 
them are about over-promising. “We 
are unique. We are the best. We are 

the only.” Watch out for that. That 
shows you don’t know your own field. 
Because they are likely to read propos-
als from other organizations that may 
be quite similar and just as good. It’s 
just as good to say “high quality” as it 
is to say “the best.” Or to say a “spe-
cial approach” rather than saying a 
“unique approach.” 

Another thing about the written 
request is, follow their guidelines. Do 
not, do not, do not send out 80 propos-
als to a list of 80 funders you’ve gotten 
somewhere. Because then you will get 
80 declines. And you will create a bad 
relationship with 80 funders who think 
you are rude to not have done any 
homework. So put a little extra time 
into looking at Web sites, into going to 
your local library for research tools and 
funder directories that can help you 
know the funder. 

Many foundations have Web sites 
now and their application guidelines 
are online. Follow those to a T. And 
their tax returns are on GuideStar 
(www.guidestar.org). A foundation is 
required to give a list of the organiza-
tions they have funded on their tax 
returns. Most often, they give not only 
the organization name, but the amount 
of the grant, and what it was for. So do 
that homework.

NCFY:  Is there room for an applicant to 
call a foundation official and ask ques-
tions or follow up if they haven’t been 
funded to find out what went wrong? 

LD: Absolutely. In fact, remember, 
these are people. And these people get 
just as tired as any of us of dealing with 
paper all day. It is always good before 
you submit a request, but after you’ve 
done your homework, to call a funder 
and ask if the kind of request you are 
making is appropriate. 

And that’s when your little five-sen-
tence thing on what you do, followed 
by “and we are wanting to apply for 
this amount, for this purpose” will 
come in really handy. So, preparing 
yourself for a 3- to 5-minute conversa-
tion with a program officer before you 
submit is a wonderful way of creating 
a relationship and getting valuable 
feedback. And if you don’t get funded, 
do call in and ask about that. Say that 
you’re learning and you want to find 
out how you can improve your request 
in the future.

NCFY: How data-heavy do proposals need 
to be? Do you have to have a lot of sup-
porting data and facts about your commu-
nity or the population you’re serving? 
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LD: That depends on the funder, 
period. The application guidelines will 
generally say what kind of data they 
want. Some of them might say, “Please 
describe the population you serve” or, 
“Please provide evaluation results.” 

NCFY: Where is the best place for a 
grantee to start a funding search?

LD: When they’re thinking about 
potential funders, they should think of 
themselves in the middle of an onion. 
And around them are the rings of the 
onion. The first funders that they should 
target should be local, then regional, then 
State, then national. Do not go to the big 
foundations that are national first, even 
though they have a lot of money. Start 
local. And that means a local community 
foundation, local family foundation, 
local corporations or businesses that are 
active. Go local because local people can 
make site visits. Local people know the 
problems and issues of the community 
they’re living in, too. And they’re usually 
much more accessible and don’t have so 
many piles. 

NCFY: Is it worth trying national foun-
dations?

LD: For a small community-based 
organization, unless you have garnered 
local support from foundations that 
are close by you, your chances will be 
very reduced. Because they want to see 
that foundations in your neighborhood 
who are close to you and who can 
actually go out there and visit you have 
invested in you. It’s a rare example 
that a national funder would support 
an organization that didn’t have local 
funder support. 

NCFY: What about a grantee who is just 
starting out? Is there room for someone 
who doesn’t have the “how long have we 
been doing it?” part of the five-sentence 
summary? 

LD: There is. Here’s where you need to 
read the guidelines. Many foundations 
will not support organizations until 
they’ve been up and running for 2 or 
3 years. But some funders are open to 
newer organizations. 

NCFY: Often, when you look at a 
foundation’s priority list, it is really 
vague, like “we fund youth development 
projects.” Does that mean, if you craft 
something that fits into that really broad 
category, it will be of interest to them? 

LD: That’s why you want to use mul-
tiple sources of research. Because if you 
go to the Web site alone or get their 
brochure or something like that, they 
might say, “We fund youth services.” 
And you think, “Oh, goodie! They’ll 
fund our community-based homeless 
youth program.” But then you go to 
Guidestar and you print off the list of 
who they funded. And their grants list 
is all grants to the YMCA, Girls and 
Boys Club, the United Way, and the 
Metropolitan Museum. If they aren’t 
funding any small or mid-size organi-
zations, don’t waste your time. Who 
are you to convince them? Because 
the next one you look at, chances are 
they’ll be funding homeless shelters 
and community-based efforts, and 
you’ll go, “Okay, here we go. We’ve 
found a friend.” 

NCFY: Where do you see the future of 
funding? Do you sense that human ser-
vices funding is increasing, decreasing? 

LD: In the future, of course there is 
going to be dynamic change. But who 
can predict this? The main thing is, 
Americans are extremely generous 
people. And foundations are there to 
fulfill their mission, which is to serve 
the nonprofit community and the 
people that the nonprofit community 
serves. So that’s not going away. The 
thing is that more and more people are 
competing for that money, so you have 
to be smarter at it. 

NCFY: Do you think it makes sense for 
people to have a dedicated grant writer? 
Is it possible to do your grant writing in 
house and do a good job of it? 

LD: I think you can do it in house. You 
can have a part-time or a full-time staff 
person doing it. You can also hire con-
sultants or contract workers to do it. It 
really depends on what your resources 
are. You may have staff stretched thin. 
Then it’s good to hire a consultant. If 
you are just getting started and you have 
a big learning curve, a consultant can 
help you avoid the trial and error. Many 
consultants will do it with you and 
teach you how to do it, which can be a 
good way of starting so that you don’t 
spend a lot of time and get frustrated 
and not get any return. 

There are also lots of workshops and 
classes. Look for ones that are longer 
than a day. It’s better to go to the work-
shops and classes that last multiple 
days, even though they might be more 
expensive, because they go deeper. 

One other thing is, when you’re suc-
cessful, write a thank-you note within 
2 or 3 days. The number of nonprofits 
that do not thank their funders is very 
high. And what does that say to the 
donor? That says you are ungrateful. 
When you send a thank-you note, it 
makes the funder feel appreciated. 
They feel you care. And they will be 
receptive the next time you come with 
a new proposal. I cannot tell you how 
frequently I hear my colleagues who 
are grant makers say, “A third to half 
of our grantees never send a thank-you 
note. And they think that we’re going 
to fund them next year. Ha, ha, ha.” 
So that gets back to the fact that those 
are people behind 
the desk. And when 
they have helped 
you, it’s important 
to remember to 
thank them. n
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TEN RULES OF EVENTS FUNDRAISING

Ever considered hosting a chari-
table event to raise money for 
your youth service organization? 
It sounds simple: Charge people 
$75 a head to come to a great 
party (even more for a fancy 
gala), or host a walkathon and 
ask participants to contribute to 
your cause. Wind up with a ton 
of cash, good word of mouth, 
new supporters, and a spot on 
the evenings news.

But veterans of events fund-
raising say it’s not as easy as it 
sounds. Special events, they say, 
take careful planning, attention 
to detail, months of staff and volunteer 
time, and, especially, an eye on the bot-
tom line.

Add to that the fact that special events 
may not be the best way to raise a buck. 
In a 2007 study on events fundraising, 
charity watchdog Charity Navigator 
called events “an extremely inefficient 
way of raising contributions.” 

Still, a number of the nonprofit groups 
studied by Charity Navigator have dis-
puted the report’s methodology, and the 
report’s authors themselves acknowl-
edge the difficult-to-measure benefits of 
special events. These include boosting 
publicity, raising awareness of a cause, 
and gaining potential new donors. The 
fact remains that many nonprofits think 
the monetary and nonmonetary benefits 
of events are worth the hassle. 

With the assistance of two FYSB 
grantees and a regional youth service 
network, we’ve compiled the following 
ten rules to help you make the most of 
your special event.

No. 1: Ask if your organiza-
tion is really ready for events
Events fundraising is not a good fit for 
every organization. If you have a small 
staff and have not developed a strong 

corps of volunteers, it may be better to 
find other ways to raise money.

“It takes a lot of time to do event fund-
raising,” says Jim McWeeney, resources 
coordinator at Iowa Homeless Youth 
Centers, a Runaway and Homeless 
Youth Program grantee in Des Moines. 
“It takes less time to write grants or to 
raise funds from individuals.”

If you do choose to plan a charitable 
event, he says, make sure it fits into 
your overall fundraising strategy. 
His organization’s annual Reggie’s 
Sleepout fundraiser—in which partici-
pants spend the night outdoors to raise 
money for homeless youth programs—
is an adjunct to an annual fund cam-
paign and a United Way campaign. 

“Some people look at events fundrais-
ing as a cash cow,” he says. “But if they 
don’t fit it into their overall fundraising 
context, that cash cow can be a big old 
black hole that drains time and money.”

No. 2: Set goals
When planning an event, says Rebecca 
Johnson, development manager at 
Family Support Services of the Bay 
Area, a Mentoring Children of Prisoners 
Program grantee in Oakland, California, 
“Ask yourself, ‘What are your goals?’ 
Then make the event meet those goals.”

For instance, in addition to 
deciding on the amount of 
money you want to raise, you 
might aim to have a certain 
number of people attend, to 
build relationships with specific 
corporate sponsors or commu-
nity leaders, or to gain media 
coverage, she says. 

Once you’ve set goals, it’s easier 
to know what tasks need to go 
into planning the event, Johnson 
explains. Each task should get 
you closer to your targets. If 
your main objective is to raise 
X number of dollars, but media 

coverage is not a priority this year, 
work hard to publicize the event to 
potential attendees, but don’t waste 
time sending out press releases.

In the case of an annual event, adjust 
your expectations gradually each year 
and make sure you choose achievable 
goals. For its annual sleepout, Iowa 
Homeless Youth Centers sets a target for 
the number of people who sign up for 
rather than attend the event. McWeeny 
figures it’s just as important for people to 
hear about and respond to the cause as 
to show up. Plus, he considers sign-ups 
a better measure of how well the event 
was marketed, because attendance can be 
affected by things out of an event plan-
ner’s control. (See rule No. 8.)

No. 3: Don’t lose sight of 
your mission and your message
McWeeny says his organization had 
experimented with different traditional 
fundraising events to varying degrees 
of success. But when his board heard 
about the sleep-out concept, they 
jumped at the idea.

“It inherently displays our mission,” 
McWeeny says. Even the vagaries of 
Iowa’s fall weather help the cause. 
When snow fell during the 2006 sleep-
out, “It added to the message,” he says. 
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“We were whining and complaining 
about one night—but boy am I glad I 
don’t have to do that every night.”

Johnson advises event planners to take 
pains to make sure the message they 
want to convey doesn’t get lost in the 
fun of the event. “Clarify your mes-
sage so it gets repeated over the course 
of the evening: What’s in it for donors 
and what are they getting back by giv-
ing to the program?” she says. “You 
want to ensure that it doesn’t just turn 
into a big party with a lot of people 
talking without context.”

It’s more effective, she adds, to tell a 
story rather than give a rote recitation 
of your mission or a lengthy explana-
tion of what your program does. For 
instance, at an afternoon concert that 
raised money for her organization’s 
mentoring children of prisoners pro-
gram, one of the musicians wove into 
the songs a poem about his own expe-
rience of having an incarcerated parent. 
His story drew people in and made the 
event one to remember, Johnson says.

Another way to get a strong message 
across is to feature your organization’s 
leaders prominently. When support-
ers of the New England Network for 
Child, Youth & Family Services jump 
into the frigid, winter waters of the 
Atlantic to raise money for homeless 
youth in the annual Polar Bear Plunge, 
the network’s swim suit-clad executive 
director is at their sides. 

No. 4: Know your audience
Ask yourself who your main constituents 
are and whom you’re trying to reach. Are 
they people who’d enjoy an afternoon 
jazz concert or a formal evening dinner? 
Or are they crazy folks willing to plunge 
into the Atlantic in February or sleep out 
in a snow storm? Would they be willing 
to pay big bucks for a meal, or would 
they be more willing to raise money from 
friends and family?

Look back to your goals, too. Want to 
reach the media? A sleep out, polar 
bear plunge, or walkathon could get 
you publicity, but a standard dinner 
and auction likely won’t, unless you 
have a famous keynote speaker or 
entertainer. Want to appeal to corpo-
rate funders? Think about the kind of 
audience they would want to attract.

No. 5: Plan for efficiency
A successful event is all in the plan-
ning, Johnson and McWeeny say. With 
so many tasks to accomplish—from 
marketing to soliciting corporate spon-
sorships and in-kind donations, from 
securing a location to the logistics of the 
event itself, from designing invitations 
to writing thank you notes—events take 
a massive time commitment. 

Badly planned events can hinder, 
rather than aid, the organization’s 
mission and fundraising. “If you don’t 
plan carefully, you’re taking people 
away from providing direct services, 
and that’s not acceptable,” McWeeny 
says. “And if you’re taking people away 
from more efficient ways of fundrais-
ing, that’s not acceptable either.”

To maximize the value of the time 
and money you spend—and to keep 
from overspending on things you 
don’t need—Johnson says to think 
about how you can run the event most 
efficiently. “Don’t include too many 
things,” she says. “Events always go 
longer than you think.” And little 
details that seem to matter when you 
plan them may go completely unno-
ticed by your guests.

But do pay attention to the things that 
will make the experience better for 
attendees. If your onsite registration 
goes smoothly, guests will come again 
next year. If they have to wait in line, 
they might not come back.

No. 6: Divide and conquer
Johnson estimates that she spends most 
of the 3 months leading up to her orga-
nization’s annual event, well, planning 
the event. “Which, if you think about 
it, is a quarter of the year,” she says.

Giving up that amount of staff time to 
event planning is unthinkable if you 
don’t have a dedicated fundraising staff. 
And even if you do, planning a major 
event can sidetrack them from their 
other fundraising duties, Johnson says.

Splitting duties up among staff, vol-
unteers, and board members can make 
planning go a lot more smoothly, as 
long as there is regular communication 
among them. Johnson and McWeeny 
recommend having an event planning 
committee or tasking your board with 
planning the event. Select committee 
members who can contribute expertise, 
connections, or visibility: graphic or 
Web designers, people with past event 
planning experience, community lead-
ers, local business people, or members 
of the media. You’ll also want a bal-
ance of people with good strategic 
ideas and those willing to roll up their 
sleeves and help as much as they can.

Reggie’s Sleepout 2008, Drake Stadium, 
Des Moines, IA
Courtesy of Iowa Homeless Youth Centers
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Beyond your committee, recruit volun-
teers to help with office work, stuffing 
envelopes, and making phone calls. On 
the day of the event, task volunteers 
with staffing your registration table, 
giving directions, and helping to set up 
and clean up. 

No. 7: Don’t plan an event on 
Super Bowl Sunday
In 2007, the New England Network 
accidentally planned its Polar Bear 
Plunge on Super Bowl Sunday. The 
event’s earnings dropped $10,000 from 
the previous year’s high of $45,000, 
says Cindy Wilson, the network’s 
director of training.

Wilson advises checking your calendar 
for holidays, large local festivals or con-

ferences, and other events that might 
clash with your own.

No. 8: Consider the weather
Yes, the weather is unpredictable. If 
you’re planning an outdoor event, have 
a rain or snow date. Even an indoor 
event can be affected by the weather. 
If it’s raining cats and dogs outside, 
people might decide not to come.

And good weather is something to be 
prepared for, too, because it can boost 
attendance past your expectations. 
Even with snowy conditions, the 2006 
Reggie’s Sleepout had more than 100 
walk-on participants. 

No. 9: Rely on sponsors and 
in-kind donations
A good way to avoid the high costs of 
planning an event are to beg, borrow, 
and—well, don’t steal. But you can get 
a lot of things for free or at low cost: 
food, goody bags and door prizes, auc-
tion items, ad space, invitations and 
programs, speakers’ and entertainers’ 
fees, and venue costs. A committed 
corporate or individual sponsor might 
even be willing to cover all or most of 
your administrative costs for the event.

To solicit sponsorships and in-kind 
donations, Johnson says, “You can do 
the cold call approach. But it’s ideal to 
get your board or committee to figure 
out who they know.” 

No. 10: Let sponsors, 
volunteers, and participants 
know how grateful you are
McWeeny admits that one of his mis-
steps as a novice event planner was not 
paying enough attention to sponsors. 
“You really have to look after sponsors 
and you have to treat them special if you 
want them to remain involved after the 
event’s over,” he says. 

He suggests involving sponsors in 
marketing design and logo placement 
and “acknowledging the heck out of 
them.” That means mentioning them 
prominently in invitations, programs, 
and announcements and giving them a 
moment on the stage, if possible.

By the same token, don’t ignore the 
hardworking volunteers and supportive 
participants who helped make your 
charitable event a success. Thank them 
as many ways as you can. Without them, 
your event would be a nonevent. n

MORE THAN FLOWERS BLOSSOM WHEN YOUTH BECOME FUNDRAISERS

After fire fighters visited the Deborah 
Rothe Group Home in Oklahoma 
City to talk to the girls there about fire 
safety, the residents wanted to do more 
than send a “thank you” note.

In fact, the fire department had been 
helping the girls whenever they needed 
them for a long time – to take a lock 
off a door or cut a bike chain when a 
girl lost a key.

To do something more meaningful 
for the firemen who had helped them 
out so many times, the girls wanted 
to make the firehouse—the firemen’s 
home away from home—a little more 

pleasant. They decided to plant some 
flowers in front of the firehouse.

“The whole thing, from start to finish, 
was really the girls’ idea,” says Dianne 
McDaniel, program supervisor at the 
Deborah Rothe Group Home, which 
provides long-term care for teenage 
girls in state custody.

The girls wrote a grant proposal to get 
money for the project; they went before 
a panel to explain why they wanted to 
plant the flowers; and after the grant 
was awarded, they visited garden cen-
ters to compare prices on flowers, fertil-
izer, and soil.

When the girls learned they needed 
approval from the city before plant-
ing flowers on public property, they 
went to a city council meeting to make 
their case. A councilwoman familiar 
with the girls’ project told them how 
the meeting would go, and McDaniel 
helped them prepare their remarks.
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On a warm fall day, neighborhood 
association members came out and 
helped the girls plant the flowers. Now 
the colorful tulips and bright, yellow 
daffodils are the community’s first 
signs of spring.

But the girls weren’t finished. “Once 
they had a taste of success, they just 
wanted more,” McDaniel says. So 
they wrote another grant proposal for 
money to buy Oklahoma centennial 
benches commemorating 100 years 
of Oklahoma’s statehood. Now com-
munity members have places to sit in 
the neighborhood park and outside the 
firehouse to enjoy those new flowers. 

Planting the Seeds of 
Sustainability
There are lots of reasons to involve 
young people in your fundraising 
efforts. In addition to their energy and 
enthusiasm, young people can offer cre-
ative ideas for raising money and fresh 
perspectives on those annual events or 
more “traditional” fundraisers. 

Beyond the immediate benefits, you 
also provide training for young people 
to take on leadership positions within 
your organization or community; you 
position your organization as strongly 
committed to young leaders and their 
development in your community; and 
you cultivate a core group of young 

leaders to become long-term support-
ers of your organization. That is, by 
investing in young people, they, in 
turn, become invested in you.

How do you get young people to par-
ticipate in your fundraising efforts? 
According to a study by the Association 
of Fundraising Professionals, young 
people are more likely to get involved 
when they learn new skills, develop 
their leadership abilities, experience 
personal growth, and engage in critical 
thinking. They also want to see tangi-
ble outcomes for their efforts, to know 
that they are appreciated, and to feel 
that they are making a difference. 

McDaniel found that young people are 
most effective when they believe in what 
they’re doing. “The girls have really 
blossomed as a result of the project,” 
McDaniel says. Even the neighbors have 
noticed the girls’ improved attitudes and 
higher self-esteem. “Now, wherever they 
go, they will take with them that sense of 
pride and belonging,” she says.

Tips for Cultivating Young 
Fundraisers
� Include young people in every 

aspect of planning and decision-
making. Ask young people for their 
input at the beginning. Get their 
ideas on how they would like to 
raise money.

� Make it fun! Don’t let young people 
worry about the finances. That’s 
your job! The point of getting young 
people involved is to help them build 
skills, gain confidence, and feel more 
connected to their community.

� Train young people and adults so 
they can learn to work well together. 
Help adults consider the assump-
tions they hold about young people. 
Think about setting up a buddy sys-
tem, pairing a seasoned staff mem-
ber with a young person for ques-
tions, advice, and general support.

� Recognize each young person’s 
strengths, and consider different ways 
for young people to contribute. Some 
young people are savvy with comput-
er graphics, others are more comfort-
able speaking to groups. Find a role 
for everyone who wants to help.

� Celebrate your successes, no mat-
ter how small they may seem. With 
money left over after planting flow-
ers, the girls organized a pizza party 
at the firehouse. n

IN-KIND DONATIONS PROVIDE MUCH-NEEDED RESOURCES IN A 
CASH-STRAPPED ECONOMY

Lots of well-meaning folks–and busi-
nesses too–want to “give back.” But in 
these tough economic times, budgets 
may be feeling the squeeze. That’s why 
some prospective donors may be better 
equipped to provide “in-kind” support, 
rather than cash donations. 

In-kind donations are a kind of chari-
table giving in which, instead of giving 

money to buy needed goods and services, 
people (or businesses) donate the goods 
and services themselves. Items could be 
things a program uses, like a refrigerator, 
computers, furniture for residential facili-
ties, food, or clothing for young people. 
Or the donor could give something the 
program could use to raise money, like 
concert tickets or auction items.

In-kind giving offers businesses and indi-
viduals the opportunity to help programs 
focus their primary sources of funding–
and attention–on the youth they serve. 

NCFY spoke with fundraisers from 
two FYSB grantee organizations to get 
their advice about soliciting in-kind 
donations. Here’s what they told us:
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Make a list. A “must have” for  
any organization seeking in-kind 
donations is a current – and very  
visible – “wish list,” says Heather Rist, 
development coordinator at Avenues 
for Homeless Youth, a Runaway and 
Homeless Youth Program grantee in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Rist suggests including the wish list in 
every newsletter (online and in print), 
displaying it on the agency’s Web site, 
and having copies on hand at the orga-
nization and community events.

Think creatively when you’re putting 
the list together. For instance, Rist 
worked with a local real estate agency 
to help landscape Avenues’ housing 
facility this past summer. Edina Realty 
bought everything needed—shrubs, 
mulch, weed killer—and volunteers 
from the company worked together 
with the youth to beautify the outside 
of their home. 

Decide who to ask. Start with 
people and businesses that are already 
invested in or connected to your orga-
nization. “You can do the cold call 
approach. But it’s ideal to get your 
board or [fundraising] committee 

to figure out who they know,” says 
Rebecca Johnson, development man-
ager at Family Support Services of the 
Bay Area, a Mentoring Children of 
Prisoners Program grantee in Oakland, 
California. 

Ask for the things you need. Once 
you have your wish list and your list 
of contacts, your board or commit-
tee members can go down the list of 
potential donors and spread the word 
about your organization’s need for spe-
cific items, Johnson says.

You can also approach prospective giv-
ers yourself. You might set up a time to 
talk on the phone with a person from 
a business you know, or invite them 
over for a site visit, Rist says. Describe 
the needs they could help meet. Be very 
clear. Tell the business exactly what you 
are looking for and how they can help.

If you are approaching a business your 
organization has no connection to, 
Rist suggests finding a “hook.” For 
example, ask a local dental office to 
donate toothpaste and toothbrushes, or 
ask a local salon to cut client’s hair one 
day a month.

Larger corporations and foundations 
usually require applications for in-
kind donations. If you can’t find the 
information you’re looking for online, 
contact the corporation’s community 
relations department and ask them 
how to make a formal request. 

Many schools and faith-based orga-
nizations also want to get involved in 
community service. Ask them to do a 
drive for your organization, like a food 
drive, hygiene products drive, or school 
supply drive at back-to-school time.

Create policies to avoid getting 
stuck with items you just can’t use. 
Even after putting together a specific 
wish list and being clear about guide-
lines for donating items, programs 
inevitably receive items they don’t need. 
Rist suggests listing a contact person for 
questions about in-kind donations and 
insisting that donations are approved 
before they are dropped off. To facilitate 
approval, schedule a drop-off time and 
have someone responsible for checking 
all donated items.

Thank your donors. Recognize every 
in-kind donation as you would a cash 
donation. (In fact, Rist says, always 
thank donors for thinking of your orga-
nization, even for items you can’t take.)

Publicly thank individuals and busi-
nesses in your newsletters, on your Web 
site, and in the agency’s annual report. 
Include a business’s logo for extra rec-
ognition. Also, be sure to write a more 
personal thank you letter to acknowl-
edge the gift. Describe who received 
the donations, how the contributions 
were used, and how people benefitted. 
Donors will feel appreciated, and the 
letter has a practical purpose, too, serv-
ing as a receipt at tax time.

Resources: Organizations like Gifts In 
Kind International (www.giftsinkind.
org) and GlobalHand (www.global-
hand.org) help match people who have 
things to donate to qualified charities 
who need them. Register with these 
organizations to take part. n

“Include your wish list in every 
newsletter (online and in print), 
display it on your agency’s Web site, 
and have copies on hand.”

Publicly thank individuals and  
businesses in your newsletters, on 
your Web site, and in your agency’s 
annual report.
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TYpiCAL iN-kiND DoNATioNs MiGHT iNCLuDE:

�
� 
� 
� 

individual Needs 
� Socks and underwear 
� Shoes, hats, coats, jeans
� Dress clothes for interviews
� Towels, washcloths 
� Alarm clocks, watches
� Personal supplies, like toothbrushes, 

toothpaste, razors, lip balm, hair products, 

shampoo, conditioner, deodorant 
(women’s and men’s), combs/brushes

� Umbrellas
� Backpacks for school

program/Building Needs 
� Dry erase board
� Office folders
� Paper, office supplies
� Dish towels and scrubbers
� Non-breakable drinking cups
� Comfortable kitchen chairs

� Vacuums 
� Irons and ironing boards
� Pots and pans
� Cooking utensils
� Laundry baskets

Arts and Crafts  
� Easels
� Paint
� Sculpting clay
� Quilting materials
� Beading supplies

 Art paper, poster board
Craft supplies, fabric
Sewing machine
Art brushes, art pencils, 
markers, chalk

Recreation 

� Board games
� Books

� DVD’s, CD’s, music 
equipment

AND soME iN-kiND DoNATioNs You MAY NoT HAvE THouGHT To Ask FoR:

� Computer services or support
� Advertising or graphic design services
� Consulting services 
� Public relations services
� Legal services 
� Coupons 
� Furniture or appliances 

� Movie, event, or concert tickets 
� Vehicles 
� Event management or event room space 

for functions
� Airlines miles, hotel stays, or travel 

packages to be used as auction items
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SQUEEZE THY NEIGHBORS

You’re between Federal grants. 
You need a new van. The 
roof is leaking. Cultivating 
private donors is an excellent 
way to create some financial 
flexibility for your organiza-
tion in both good and bad 
times. Remember, 70 percent 
of Americans give to nonprofit 
organizations each year, and 
they give big: The median is 
$2,000. 

For some advice on how to 
expand your private donor base, 
NCFY spoke to fundraising 
consultant Andy Robinson and 
Chris Baca and Tricia Hiser 
of Youth Development, Inc. 
(YDI), a Runaway and Homeless Youth 
grantee in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 

Be patient. When YDI began work-
ing to expand their donor base, they 
developed a 5-year plan that only really 
started paying off in the third year. 
“Perseverance pays huge dividends,” 
Baca says. “You’re in it for the long 
haul.” 

Make fundraising part of your cul-
ture. The most effective organizations 
encourage all of their employees to 
fundraise. “People have this fake bar-
rier in their brain where the program 
work is on one side and the fundrais-
ing is on the other,” Robinson said. 
He says that while CEOs or executive 
directors should devote at least 30 to 50 
percent of their time to raising money, 
everybody in the organization should 
be pitching in. Ask board members, for 
example, to make a donation as part of 
their board service, or ask them to raise 
money from folks they know.

start small. To build confidence, 
consider a small, short-term fundrais-
ing drive. Dedicate 6 weeks to raising 
$1,500 for a garden or $10,000 for a 
computer room. 

Determine your level of engage-
ment. Depending how much time 
and energy your staff can devote to 
fundraising, you can start by just send-
ing letters or e-mail. If you have more 
time, consider making follow up phone 
calls. For the greatest impact, though, 
you need to meet with people face to 
face. Donors give 5 to 10 times more to 
someone sitting in their living room. 

stay close to home. Your best donors 
are likely already programmed in the 
cell phones of your staff. Encourage 
everyone in your organization to pick 
10 to 15 people off their contact lists 
and start dialing. Similarly, folks who 
volunteer their time at your agency 
clearly care about your mission. If they 
haven’t donated money yet, they may 
just need to be asked. Or they may be 
able to provide a donation in-kind. 
Though you should never make vol-
unteers feel like giving their time is not 
enough, often, volunteers grow into 
reliable donors. 

study the faith model. Religious 
organizations have deep relationships 
with their constituents, which makes it 
easy to ask for support and ask often. 
They also don’t discriminate between 

the rich and the poor. “Poor 
people give a higher percent-
age of their income than the 
wealthy do,” Robinson says. 
“The first thing you have to do 
if you are going to be successful 
is stop assuming scarcity and 
start assuming abundance.” 

Teach your staff to tell your 
story. “You can’t ask people to 
make donations if they don’t 
understand you,” Hiser says. 
And the best way to help people 
understand you is through an 
emotional connection. Explain 
why you are proud of what you 
do. Focus on what makes you 
unique. Talk personally about 

the young people you serve. Set up a 
“story bank” so that compelling anec-
dotes are saved and retold frequently.

Break out the hors d’oeuvres. Take 
a page from the political playbook and 
consider holding private house parties. 
Whether a barbecue, brunch, or sit 
down meal, the classic model includes 
40 minutes of eating and chatting, a 
short presentation about the organiza-
tion, and a quick pitch. The whole 
event lasts 2 hours and takes less than 6 
weeks to organize.

say thank you. Show appreciation 
to donors in various ways and keep 
them apprised of how the project they 
donated to (or the whole organization, 
if they gave an undesignated gift) is 
faring. That way, they’ll feel appreci-
ated and be willing to give money to 
you again.

stay fresh. There are plenty of great 
ideas about private fundraising on the 
Internet. The Grassroots Institute for 
Fundraising Training (www.grass-
rootsfundraising.org) is one good place 
to start. n 



TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE OF FUNDRAISING TERMS: A QUIZ*
1. Your organization receives a gift of $50,000 from 
a local philanthropist. The donor wants the gift to 
go into an endowment for your afterschool program. 
How much of the money can you spend?

a) all of it
b) half of it
c) none of it

2. Which of the following are examples of a private 
foundation?

a) Pew Charitable Trusts
b) Wal-Mart Foundation
c) Paul G. Allen Family Foundations

3. Which of the following are examples of a public 
foundation?

a) New York Women’s Foundation
b) Cleveland Foundation
c) American Indian College Fund

4. You’ve applied for a grant from a well-known 
foundation, and a program officer informs you that 
you have not qualified. However, the foundation 
w
W

a)

b)

c) 

*
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ould like to offer you a challenge grant instead. 
hat’s that?

  A grant you win by arm wrestling with the foun-
dation president
  A grant you win by arm wrestling with an appli-
cant from another nonprofit organization
 A grant that is made only if you are able to raise a 
certain amount of money from additional sources 
within a specified period of time

5. You’ve been told your organization relies too much 
on government funding, so you hire a full-time staff 
member to raise money from other sources. The 
fundraiser says you need to focus on asking donors 
for unrestricted gifts. What does she mean by that?

a) Blank checks
b)  Cash donations that are not earmarked for a par-

ticular use

6. You’re lucky enough to have a grant writer on staff, 
but you can’t understand him half the time. He keeps 
mentioning RFPs and LOIs. What’s he talking about?

a)  Realistic funding priorities and lack of insurance
b)  Two local bands called Rockin’ Fuschia Pants 

ry

m, in 
 you 
profit 
ent 

and Loud Octopus Instrumentals
c)  Requests for proposals and letters of inqui

7. You’re starting a nonprofit tutoring progra
collaboration with a local school district, but
haven’t yet acquired official tax-exempt, non
status. To apply for a foundation or governm
grant, you will need one of the following:

a)  A patron
b)  A fiscal sponsor
c) A corporate sponsor

8. A local music store lets you use its back room for 
a youth group meeting. The owner wants to know if 
loaning you the space might qualify his business for 
a tax deduction. What do you tell him?

a)  Yes. It’s an in-kind donation.
b)  No. It’s just a favor between friends.

 For definitions of additional terms, see the very comprehensive AFP Fundraising Dictionary, developed by the 
Association of Fundraising Professionals.

Answers: A. 8, B; 7, C; 6, B; 5, C; 4, A-C; 3, A-C; 2, C; 1, 
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